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DUAL CITIZENSHIP RIGHTS: DO THEY MAKE MORE 
AND RICHER CITIZENS?*

FRANCESCA MAZZOLARI

In the 1990s, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Brazil passed dual 
citizenship laws granting their expatriates the right to naturalize in the receiving country without los-
ing their nationality of origin. I estimate the effects of these new laws on naturalization rates and labor 
market outcomes in the United States. Based on data from the 1990 and 2000 U.S. censuses, I fi nd 
that immigrants recently granted dual nationality rights are more likely to naturalize relative to im-
migrants from other Latin American countries. They also experience relative employment and earnings 
gains, together with drops in welfare use, suggesting that dual citizenship rights not only increase the 
propensity to naturalize but may also promote economic assimilation. The effects of dual citizenship 
on improved economic performance, if mediated through naturalization, are consistent with American 
citizenship conferring greater economic opportunities.

n the 1990s, the number of naturalized citizens in the United States rose for the fi rst time 
in decades, from 6.5 million in 1990 to 7.5 million in the mid-1990s to over 11 million by 
2002 (Fix, Passel, and Sucher 2003). The increase in naturalization was not merely due to 
high levels of immigration during the 1980s and 1990s. Naturalization rates among eligible 
populations grew as well: the share of legal immigrants who had naturalized rose from 39% 
in 1996 to 49% in 2002. In light of the substantial consequences of immigrants’ citizenship 
acquisition not only for the individual but also for the community and the larger society, 
these trends and the continuing high levels of legal immigration make understanding the 
determinants of naturalization increasingly important.

By conferring the right to vote and to hold most elected offi ces, naturalization is 
an immigrant’s gateway for political participation. As a result, immigrants’ citizenship 
acquisition might have implications for which politicians are elected, what policies are 
enacted, and how resources are allocated (Bueker 2006; DeSipio 1996a, 1996b). Since 
U.S.  citizens—relative to legal permanent resident aliens—can sponsor a wider array of 
relatives and relatives outside of the annual immigration cap, immigrants’ naturalization 
can also have important population effects. In particular, because of the rules of the current 
U.S. immigration law, immigrants’ propensity to naturalize directly affects the so-called 
immigration “multiplier”—the number of future immigrants who come to the United States 
as the result of the admission of one current immigrant (Jasso and Rosenzweig 1990).

Immigrants who meet the admission, age, and residency requirements for naturalization 
decide whether to apply for citizenship. The decision depends on the perceived benefi ts and 
costs of naturalization and the weights attached to them. The importance of citizenship has 
risen since the mid-1990s, when both welfare and illegal immigration reforms made access 
to public benefi ts and other selected rights increasingly dependent on citizenship. Besides the 
effects of these policy changes, other commonly cited explanations for the surge in natural-
ization in the 1990s include changes in immigration laws in the late 1980s—which allowed 
large numbers of immigrants to apply for citizenship in the mid-1990s—and anti-immigrant 
reform attempts (such as in California)—which might have led immigrants to naturalize as a 
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way to protect themselves and their families against future restrictive legislation, or to gain 
the right to cast their vote against it. The common denominator of the available explana-
tions is that they are about domestic administrative and political changes and they neglect to 
consider those sending-country policies that might have affected immigrants’ propensity to 
naturalize in the 1990s. Notably, between 1991 and 1996, some important sending countries 
(Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Brazil) changed their laws 
and granted their expatriates the right to naturalize in the receiving country without losing 
their nationality of origin. Immigrants from these countries may be more likely to  naturalize 
because of the decrease in a major cost of naturalization, specifi cally the need to forfeit 
rights in their country of origin. Figure 1 provides prima facie evidence suggesting that 
changes in dual citizenship laws partly determine trends in naturalization in the 1990s. The 
fi gure, which is drawn from administrative data on the number of naturalizations processed 
per year by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS),1 shows that even if growth 
in naturalization is steep among immigrants from all countries (top panel),2 once country 
and year fi xed effects are removed, there is an increasing residual trend in naturalization 
among immigrants from countries that granted dual citizenship rights in the 1990s, but not 
among immigrants from other Latin American countries (bottom panel).

The fi rst goal of this article is to assess whether recognition of dual citizenship rights has 
a causal effect on naturalization, using changes in dual citizenship laws by the fi ve countries 
listed above to set up a quasi-experimental research design that controls for country of origin 
and period effects. This amounts to comparing the change over time in naturalization rates 
of immigrants coming from countries that recently legalized dual citizenship to the change 
in naturalization rates of immigrants from Latin American countries that did not change the 
law. For the proposed identifi cation strategy to hold, I need to rule out that other incentives 
to naturalize during the 1990s (such as welfare reform) had differential effects by country 
of origin. To address this identifi cation issue, I use individual-level data from the 1990 and 
2000 censuses to model the effects of these other incentives as a function of place of resi-
dence and sociodemographic characteristics (not available by year and country of origin in 
administrative data). In these model specifi cations, changes in dual nationality policies are 
arguably the only source of systematic differences over time in the incentive to naturalize 
by country of origin. For example, if citizenship were indeed sought after welfare reform to 
protect access to social benefi ts, then this effect should mainly depend on place of residence 
(because different states implemented different welfare reform programs) and on personal 
characteristics (such as education and gender) that predict eligibility for means-tested, 
 categorically restricted benefi ts like the ones offered by the U.S. welfare system.

The estimation results provide strong support for the hypothesis that changes in dual 
citizenship laws caused naturalization to rise. In the aftermath of welfare reform, a highly 
contentious issue of debate has been whether immigrants would be led to choose to be-
come citizens not because they want to fully participate in the U.S. political system, but 
because naturalization is the price to pay to receive welfare benefi ts. If so, immigrants who 
 naturalize would be self-selected to include large numbers of persons who qualify to make 
claims on the welfare state. In light of the fi nding that some of the rise in naturalizations 
in the 1990s can be attributed to changes in dual citizenship rights, a different question 
becomes of interest: how does recognition of dual citizenship rights by sending countries 
change the pool of naturalized citizens in the United States? Furthermore, how does it affect 
the process of economic assimilation of immigrants residing in the United States? 

1. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) since 2003.
2. Caution should be exercised in using these data to draw conclusions about yearly trends in naturalization 

because of the large backlog in processing applications. Also, it should be noted that the reported fi gures are not 
informative of trends in the rate of naturalization, that is, the ratio between naturalized citizens and foreign-born 
individuals eligible to naturalize. See Baker (2007) for evidence on trends in naturalization rates calculated from 
non–publicly available matched immigration and naturalization data.
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Figure 1. Naturalizations in the 1990s: Countries Newly Granting Dual Citizenship Versus Other 
Latin American Countries

Notes: Data on the number of naturalizations processed per year, by country of origin of the persons who naturalized. Data 
are normalized to 100 in 1990. Th e bottom panel plots the residuals of a regression that includes country-of-origin and year 
fi xed eff ects. 

Source: U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2001 Statistical Yearbook.
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On one hand, one could argue that dual nationality rights are likely to impede assimi-
lation. This notion is in fact the main reason why dual citizenship has been traditionally 
criticized and opposed by receiving countries, and rests on the assumption that a migrant’s 
ties with the country of origin and the country of current residence should be modeled as a 
zero-sum game. Integration into the United States, however, carries a lower cost once dual 
nationality rights are recognized, and this might promote stronger attachment to the desti-
nation country and facilitate economic and social assimilation because of (or even beyond) 
the effects mediated by the increased likelihood of naturalization. In this article, I propose 
ways to empirically investigate this issue.

First, in an attempt to assess who values dual citizenship rights, I estimate whether 
the effects of dual citizenship recognition on naturalization are heterogeneous across socio-
demographic groups. I fi nd sizable differences by education: dual citizenship rights raise the 
propensity to naturalize in the target group with high school or higher education, but have 
a small and statistically insignifi cant effect on those without a high school diploma. This 
fi nding suggests that the implied benefi ts of dual citizenship are larger for more- educated 
immigrants. For instance, education might be positively correlated with a worker’s likeli-
hood of being employed in occupations in which the possibility of being fl exibly reassigned 
to jobs in either country is valued, or it might be correlated with the likelihood of being 
involved in business transactions with the country of origin.

I then study whether dual citizenship rights affect the economic assimilation of im-
migrants in the United States by estimating the effects of changes in dual citizenship laws 
on employment and income measures. In equations in which the time-varying coeffi cients 
of sociodemographic characteristics and state of residence capture the effects of changing 
local labor market conditions and changing returns to observable skills over the 1990s, im-
migrants from countries that recently granted their expatriates dual citizenship rights are 
found to experience employment gains in 2000 relative to immigrants from other countries. 
This fi nding supports the possibility that dual citizenship rights facilitate the process of im-
migrants’ labor market assimilation. When studying differential trends in annual earnings, I 
fi nd that in the 1990s, there is no statistically signifi cant differential change across the two 
groups. However, when splitting the analysis by education, I estimate a 2.5% relative rise in 
the annual earnings of the target group with at least a high school diploma. Consistent with 
improved labor market outcomes, estimates show that changes in the laws are associated 
with a lower probability to receive income from welfare in the target group and, for those 
on welfare, with smaller benefi t payments.

BACKGROUND
A Model for the Decision to Naturalize

Under U.S. immigration law, immigrants granted legal permanent residence (holding a 
“green card”) are eligible to naturalize once they are at least 18 years old3 and have con-
tinuously resided in the United States for fi ve years (three years in the case of spouses of 
U.S. citizens). In a utility-maximizing framework, immigrants who fulfi ll the requirements 
to naturalize decide to apply for citizenship if the benefi ts exceed the costs. Citizenship 
grants immigrants certain political and social rights to which permanent resident aliens are 
not entitled, such as the ability to vote and therefore to infl uence political decisions and 
outcomes. Citizenship also makes it easier to sponsor relatives. Immediate relatives of U.S. 
citizens are not subject to immigration quotas, so becoming a citizen moves an immigrant’s 
immediate relatives up in the queue to get green cards. Furthermore, a citizen can sponsor 
not only her spouse and unmarried children of any age, as legal permanent residents are 
allowed to, but also her married children of any age, siblings, and parents.

3. Children residing in the United States derive citizenship from their parents.
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The importance of citizenship has risen since the mid-1990s. The welfare legisla-
tion passed in 1996 (Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, 
PRWORA) restricted foreign-born eligibility for a wide range of public programs, with 
all restrictions on welfare use by foreign-born persons lifted once an immigrant becomes 
a naturalized citizen. A consequence of illegal immigration reform (the 1996 Illegal Im-
migration and Immigrant Responsibility Act) is that only foreign-born people who have 
naturalized are granted the right to “residential security,” that is, the right to remain in the 
country and not be deported for minor crimes or misdemeanors.

Citizenship also entails costs. First, there are costs related to the naturalization process.4 
Second, depending on the dual citizenship laws in the country of origin, those who naturalize 
in the United States might be obliged to forfeit rights in their home country. Both practical 
and psychological costs could arise from being denied dual nationality. Immigrants can be 
hesitant to give up the instrumental benefi ts of a second passport, such as the right to travel 
freely back and forth to the country of origin without special visas, the right to work in the 
country of origin, or full access to public services and social benefi ts. They might also be 
reluctant to give up the right to vote and to infl uence the political outcomes in their home 
country. Psychologically, they may wish to continue to identify themselves as citizens of 
their country of birth and to be able to pass their national identity to their children.

Empirical Research on the Determinants of Naturalization
Motivated by the utility-maximizing framework presented in the previous section, 
 individual-level analyses generally model immigrants’ citizenship as an outcome of per-
sonal attributes: characteristics like gender, age, and educational attainment are included 
as indicators of how people perceive the relative costs and benefi ts of naturalization.5 
Previous work has also emphasized that immigrants’ naturalization decisions are likely to 
be infl uenced by contextual factors in the destination country—such as ethnic social net-
works (Liang 1994; Yang 1994), natives’ attitudes toward immigrants (Van Hook, Brown, 
and Bean 2006), public funding, and programmatic support (Bloemraad 2006b)—and by 
characteristics of the sending countries—such as proximity to the United States, economic 
indicators, and political regimes (Bueker 2006; Jasso and Rosenzweig 1990; Yang 1994).

Only a few studies have empirically investigated the effects of dual citizenship on 
immigrants’ naturalization. Apparently against the hypothesis that dual citizenship encour-
ages naturalization, Yang (1994) estimated that in 1980, the odds of naturalization of im-
migrants from countries that recognize dual citizenship were about 20% lower than those 
from countries without dual citizenship. On the contrary, Jones-Correa (2001b) found that 
for nine Latin American immigrant groups from countries that granted dual nationality 
between 1965 and 1997, the naturalization rate increased in the period after recognition 
of dual nationality. Both studies, however, are affected by serious identifi cation problems. 
Yang’s cross-sectional analysis might be confounded by the existence of (unobservable or 
hard-to-measure) country-of-origin–specifi c characteristics that are correlated with dual 
citizenship laws and also directly affect immigrants’ preferences for naturalization. Jones-
Correa’s before-after strategy, on the other hand, might be confounded by the existence of 
trends over time in the rate of change of naturalization of immigrants in the United States 
(e.g., due to changes in U.S. policies).

In order to identify whether dual citizenship rights have a causal effect on Ameri-
can citizenship acquisition (as well as on other outcomes), I compare the change over 
time in outcomes of immigrants coming from countries that have recently legalized dual 
citizenship (“treatment” group) with the change over time in outcomes of immigrants 

4. To naturalize, applicants must pay a fee ($320 in 2006, plus $50 for fi ngerprinting); demonstrate the ability 
to read, write, speak, and understand English; and pass an examination on U.S. government and history.

5. At the same time, sociodemographic characteristics serve as measures of the capacity to naturalize.
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from  countries that have not changed the law (“control” group). As compared with cross-
sectional or before-after analyses, this identifi cation strategy, commonly referred to as 
 difference-in-differences analysis, has the advantage of controlling, in a parsimonious 
way, for (1) differences in outcomes across origin groups that are constant over time, 
and (2) changes over time in outcomes that are constant across origin groups. There are, 
however, several identifi cation assumptions that need to hold for the proposed strategy 
to identify the effects of dual citizenship laws. First, we need to assume policy exogene-
ity; that is, changes in the laws should not be due to governmental responses to variables 
associated with past or expected future outcomes. I discuss this assumption in the next 
section. Second, we need to assume that changes in the outcome variables observed in the 
control group are a good proxy for what would have been observed in the treatment group 
if the laws did not change. This assumption crucially depends on the “comparability” be-
tween treatment and control groups and on the absence of time-varying factors, other than 
changes in the laws, that differentially affected immigrants’ incentives to naturalize, or 
the other outcomes of interest, across treatment and control groups. To increase the likeli-
hood that these conditions hold, I restrict the analysis both to immigrant groups from a 
given sending region (Latin America) and to legislative changes that took place in a given 
period (the 1990s). Additional sample restrictions and specifi cation choices that are meant 
to increase the internal validity of the design are discussed in later sections.

Legislative Factors and Related Estimation Issues
Ideally, identifi cation of the effects of the recognition of dual nationality rights on the 
propensity to naturalize would stem from an experiment that randomly assigns changes in 
the laws to some countries and not to others. In this article, I use instead observed changes 
in dual citizenship laws between 1990 and 2000 to set up a quasi-experimental research 
design (Meyer 1995). 

Five countries in Latin America granted dual nationality in the 1990s: Colombia made 
this change in 1991; the Dominican Republic, in 1994; Costa Rica and Ecuador, in 1995; 
and Brazil, in 1996. As documented in Jones-Correa (2001b), the process of recognition 
of dual nationality differs among these countries. Colombia, Ecuador, and the Dominican 
Republic decided to recognize dual nationality primarily as a response to pressures from 
their overseas compatriots (in particular, those residing in New York City), while Brazil 
and Costa Rica allowed it with little concerted pressure from the immigrant community 
abroad. Concerns about the internal validity of the research design would arise if immi-
grants from the fi rst set of countries expected the legal changes to take place and started 
to naturalize in advance. But Colombian organizations in New York began lobbying for 
dual nationality no earlier than 1988, so the expectation of legal changes should not have 
caused substantial increases in naturalization by 1990 (given the long processing times). 
Likewise, even if Ecuadorian and Dominican lobbying for dual citizenship began earlier 
than the Colombian lobbying, serious discussions about this option started taking place 
only in 1990.

There is a further concern of policy endogeneity that needs to be explored. Sending 
countries might be willing to grant dual citizenship to foster ties with their expatriates, 
hoping these ties pay off in terms of current remittances or future investments. If so, ris-
ing naturalizations or improving economic conditions of expatriates might predate the 
policy changes, and this would invalidate the research design. Costa Rica passed its dual 
 nationality amendments in response to dismay among the public that the fi rst Costa Rican 
astronaut was going into space as an American citizen, not as a Costa Rican, so the exoge-
neity assumption should hold. As a way to address the concern of policy endogeneity for 
the other countries, I present results from placebo regressions for 1980 and 1990 that show 
that there is no evidence of differential trends in outcomes across treatment and comparison 
groups that are consistent with the above policy endogeneity scenario.
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In 1996, Mexico also granted its citizens dual citizenship rights, but only of a tempo-
rary and limited nature. A nonloss of nationality provision took effect in March 1998 and 
allowed Mexicans who had become U.S. citizens to apply for dual citizenship by March 20, 
2003.6 In the summer of 1996, Mexico also recognized the right of citizens residing abroad 
to vote, but there were such delays in the implementation of the reform that Mexican citi-
zens in the United States could not exercise their right to vote in the 2000 Mexican presi-
dential elections. The temporary and limited nature of the dual citizenship rights granted to 
Mexicans suggests that immigrants from Mexico might not belong to either the treatment 
or the control group. For this reason (and a further reason explained in the next section), I 
drop immigrants of Mexican origin from the analysis.

There are two other countries in the world that granted dual citizenship rights in the 
1990s: Italy and Hungary. However, to increase comparability between treatment and con-
trol groups, I restrict the analysis to immigrants from Latin American countries.

Finally, as regards recognition of dual citizenship in the United States, the 
 Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) does not defi ne dual citizenship or take a position 
for or against it. The Supreme Court of the United States has stated that dual citizenship 
is a “status long recognized in the law” and that “a person may have and exercise rights 
of nationality in two countries and be subject to the responsibilities of both. The mere fact 
that he asserts the rights of one citizenship does not without more mean that he renounces 
the other” (Kawakita v. United States, 343 U.S. 717, 1952). The State Department did 
 denationalize some Americans who took another country’s citizenship in the 1950s and 
1960s, but later court rulings made dual citizenship legal for the American-born. The 
legal position of naturalized citizens is less clear, but in practice, they can keep a former 
 nationality: f oreign-born migrants who naturalize in the United States are formally re-
quired to state under oath that they are renouncing their old citizenship, but there are no 
further steps to enforce this declaration.7

DATA
In this article, I use microdata from the 1990 and 2000 U.S. censuses, specifi cally the 5% 
and 1% Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) fi les (Ruggles et al. 2004). I re-
strict the analysis to working-age, foreign-born individuals from Latin American countries 
who were at least 18 when they arrived in the United States and who have been living in 
the United States for at least fi ve years (three years if married to a U.S. citizen). Adult-
hood upon arrival in the United States is imposed to rule out cases of immigrants deriving 
citizenship from their parents’ naturalization, in order to focus on the voluntary decision to 
naturalize. Another reason to exclude childhood immigrants is that younger arrivers likely 
differ from older arrivers with respect to language acquisition and other experiences affect-
ing labor outcomes (Bleakley and Chin 2004). 

The age and residency restrictions might not be suffi cient to identify immigrants eli-
gible to naturalize. There are ineligible foreign-born individuals in the census, such as non-
immigrants and undocumented immigrants. The likelihood of including nonimmigrants is 
reduced by the length-of-residence sample restriction,8 and further, by limiting the analysis 

6. After that date, Parliament extended dual citizenship rights.
7. The oath of allegiance taken by all who become U.S. citizens begins, “I hereby declare, on oath, that I 

absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fi delity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or 
sovereignty of whom or which I have heretofore been a subject or citizen. . . .” However, the United States does 
not require offi cial notifi cation that naturalized U.S. citizens have formally renounced their nationality of origin.

8. Nonimmigrant aliens (e.g., students and temporary workers) usually cannot stay in the United States longer 
than fi ve or six years with the same type of visa. The problem persists, though, for foreign-born individuals who en-
ter the United States as nonimmigrants and then adjust their status to legal permanent residents while  residing in the 
United States. As shown in Table 4, estimation results are robust to increasing the length-of-residence restriction.
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to Latin American immigrants.9 The inclusion of illegal immigrants in the sample is prob-
lematic to the extent that rates of illegal immigration vary over time by country of origin. 
The fi ve Latin American countries that allowed dual citizenship in the 1990s experienced 
particularly large increases in the estimated unauthorized resident population from 1990 
to 2000 (U.S. INS 2003), and this should work against fi nding effects of dual citizenship 
laws on naturalization in samples drawn from census data. In the empirical investigation, I 
address the problem of changing rates of illegal immigration by dividing individual data on 
naturalization status by the probability of legal status by country of origin and census year. 
This procedure allows for estimates of naturalization rates among the eligible legal popula-
tion. Probabilities of legal status, conditional on country of origin, census year, and at least 
fi ve years of residence in the United States, are obtained from comparisons of the immi-
grant population represented in the census, adjusted for the estimated undercount (Costanzo 
et al. 2001; Robinson 2001), with estimates of the infl ows of the unauthorized population 
developed by the INS (U.S. INS 2003; Warren 1995). The latter estimates exclude from the 
undocumented population some immigrant groups that received legal status through special 
amnesties at some point after entering the United States. For this reason, the derived prob-
abilities of legal status might not be reliable in two cases: fi rst, when involving immigrants 
from countries granted special temporary amnesties or Temporary Protected Status in the 
1980s and 1990s (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua); and second, when 
involving immigrants who were legalized under the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control 
Act (IRCA) provisions. (These latter immigrants, still illegal in 1985, were mostly legalized 
by 1990 but at that time were still ineligible to naturalize). Of the 2.7 million illegal aliens 
who applied for legal permanent status under IRCA, 75% were from Mexico, and another 
9% were from El Salvador and Guatemala. Excluding from the analysis immigrants from 
these countries should alleviate the problems posed by special temporary amnesty programs 
and by IRCA when deriving probabilities of legal status.

Information on citizenship comes from reported naturalization status. False reporting 
of citizenship has been shown to be a problem in the Current Population Survey (CPS; 
Passel and Clark 1997), and it appears to be present in the census as well. Overreporting 
of citizenship in the CPS, however, is found to be attributable to two groups: recent im-
migrants, who are excluded from our sample; and long-term immigrants from Mexico, who 
are excluded as well from most of the analysis.

Among the economic outcomes, I consider employment, welfare use, and income mea-
sures (they all refer to the year before the interview). Employment measures are defi ned 
to capture employment above a minimum threshold (working at least 20 weeks per year 
and 15 hours per week). A fi rst measure of employment is the reporting of any work for 
profi t or for pay. Separate regressions are also run for self-employment and for work for 
wages or salary, either in the private or public sector.10 I defi ne two income measures: total 
earnings from work and total income from welfare. The fi rst includes annual earnings from 
wage/salary work and self-employment earnings, given that an individual may report earn-
ings from both sectors (Lofstrom 2002); the second includes payments from Supplemental 
Security Income, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (or Temporary Assistance to 
Needy Families), and General Assistance. The GDP defl ator for personal consumption ex-
penditure is used to convert nominal amounts into 1989 dollars. Finally, I defi ne a dummy 
variable for welfare use equal to 1 if the respondents received any positive income from 
public assistance programs.

9. Temporary admissions are much less likely among immigrants from Latin America than from the rest of 
the world. For example, in fi scal year 1996, people from Latin American countries represented 42% of all legal 
permanent residents admitted to the United States but only 18% of the almost 2 million nonimmigrants admitted, 
other than temporary visitors for pleasure or for business (U.S. INS 1997).

10. Workers with multiple sources of employment are classifi ed according to the work relationship in which 
they spent the most time during their last employment spell.
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The sociodemographic characteristics included in the empirical specifi cation are state 
of residence, education, age, and gender. Also, controls for the year an immigrant came 
to the United States11 and her country of origin are included. Appendix Table A1 provides 
details on variable construction. 

Table 1 presents descriptive data on the characteristics of immigrants from differ-
ent countries in 1990. Excluding Mexico and other Central American countries notably 
increases the comparability between average characteristics of immigrant groups from 
the fi ve “treated” countries and immigrant groups from other Latin American countries 
that serve as controls. Still, immigrants in the treatment group have lower naturalization 
rates (the difference somewhat shrinks once I correct for probability of legal status) and 
worse economic outcomes. Immigrants in the treatment group are also more likely to be 
female, younger, and less educated, while the two groups have almost the same proportion 
of immigrants that arrived in the United States more than 20 years ago and have a similar 

11. In a sample of foreign-born immigrants obtained by pooling two cross-sections, aging effects (as captured 
by years spent in the United States) cannot be separately identifi ed from year-of-entry effects, because of perfect 
collinearity among these two variables and census-year effects.

Table 1. Selected Descriptive Statistics for Foreign-born by Country of Origin, 1990
 Costa Rica, Mexico,
 Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
 Brazil,  Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Other
Variable and Ecuador and Nicaragua  Latin America

Naturalized Citizen 0.33 0.24 0.45
Probability Legal Status 0.82 0.41 0.89
Self-employed 0.06 0.05 0.08
Private Employee 0.54 0.57 0.56
Public Employee 0.05 0.03 0.09
Log Total Earnings 9.50 9.23 9.66
Welfare Use 0.07 0.04 0.04
Log Welfare Payments 8.10 7.77 7.78
Living in the United States 

More Th an 10 Years 0.65 0.65 0.67
Female 0.56 0.47 0.52
Age 43.6 41.1 46.9
Education

Less than 12 years 0.37 0.72 0.29
12 or more years 0.63 0.28 0.71

State of Residence
California 0.10 0.56 0.10
Florida, Illinois, New Jersey,

New York, and Texas 0.76 0.32 0.76
Other states 0.14 0.12 0.14

Number of Observations 58,620 328,024 121,222

Notes: Th e sample is composed of those from the 1990 and 2000 IPUMS who were born in Latin American 
countries, were younger than 65 years old, were at least age 18 when they arrived in the United States, and 
stayed for at least fi ve years. Th e sample sizes pertain to the combined total for 1990 and 2000. 
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geographic distribution across states. The treatment group consists of 5% Costa Ricans, 
33% Dominican Republicans, 7% Brazilians, 37% Colombians, and 17% Ecuadorians (not 
shown in the table).

A serious empirical issue related to the use of cross-sectional data is that changes in 
sample composition, arising from new immigrants’ infl ows or return migration, might af-
fect the comparison of the treatment and control groups over time. Restricting the analysis 
to Latin American countries helps control for economic and political shocks that were 
common to the region in the 1990s, and that might have affected immigrant infl ows and 
outfl ows. Also, a comparison of the sociodemographic characteristics in the 1990 and 2000 
samples reveals that the observable characteristics of the treatment and comparison group 
have remained fairly stable in the two periods.12 For my identifi cation strategy to hold, how-
ever, I need to keep the assumption that between 1990 and 2000, there were no differential 
changes across treatment and control group in the sample composition of unobservable 
characteristics correlated with the propensity to naturalize or with economic outcomes.

DUAL CITIZENSHIP AND NATURALIZATION
Empirical Model

I estimate the following model of the decision to naturalize for individual i born in country 
c residing in state s and observed in year t = 1990 or 2000:

Nicst = α + γc + γt + δ(∆Dualcγt) + γs + XitΓ1 + XitγtΓ2 + XitγsΓ3 + XitγtγsΓ4 + γtγs + εicst, (1)

where Nicst is a dummy variable indicating whether the individual is a naturalized citizen, 
γc is a country-of-origin fi xed effect, γt is a dummy variable for year 2000, ∆Dualc is a 
dummy variable for those countries that allowed dual citizenship during the 1990s, γs is a 
state-of-residence fi xed effect, and Xit is a vector of individual sociodemographic charac-
teristics. Standard errors are corrected for heteroskedasticity (naturally arising in a linear 
probability model)13 and adjusted for correlation across observations for immigrants from 
the same country and interviewed in the same census year. 

The inclusion of country-of-origin fi xed effects controls for systematic differences in 
the propensity to naturalize among immigrants from different countries that are constant 
over time. Time effects control for changes in the propensity to naturalize over time that 
are common to different origin groups. The difference-in-differences (DD) parameter δ 
captures the mean differential 1990–2000 change in naturalization rates between immi-
grants from countries that changed their laws and immigrants from other Latin American 
countries. One important estimation issue is that shocks other than changes in the laws may 
have had differential effects on immigrants coming from different countries. In the next 
section, I review other shocks in the 1990s and discuss why allowing the effects of socio-
demographic characteristics and state of residence (and their interactions) to vary over time 
should strongly increase the case for a causal interpretation of the DD parameter.

12. The only statistically signifi cant differences over time are a reduction in the proportion of immigrants 
without a high school diploma and a higher concentration in states other than California, Florida, Illinois, New 
Jersey, New York, and Texas. Since these differences are common to both the treatment and the control group, 
they are arguably explained by general increases in education over this period and changes in immigrants’ loca-
tion patterns.

13. I also directly assess another weakness of linear probability models—that is, the fact that some predicted 
values might be outside the unit interval—and fi nd that only a negligible share of the fi tted values (less than 2% 
across different specifi cations) is indeed outside the unit interval.
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Other Infl uences on the Propensity to Naturalize in the 1990s

Besides changes in dual citizenship laws, a number of other factors might explain rising 
naturalization in the 1990s. The Green Card Replacement Program, begun by the INS in 
1992, required that long-term permanent residents replace their resident cards. Many im-
migrants chose to naturalize rather than to apply for new cards (U.S. INS 1997). There is no 
clear reason for this program to differentially affect people coming from different countries, 
once immigrants’ year of entry is controlled for and its effects on naturalization are allowed 
to vary between 1990 and 2000.

In August 1995, the INS started the program Citizenship USA, which was aimed at 
reducing the signifi cant backlog of naturalization applications accumulated in INS offi ces.14 
The key cities identifi ed for the effort were those with the largest number of pending cases: 
Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami, New York, and San Francisco. A different geographical 
concentration of resources would explain higher naturalization rates as the result of this 
program among immigrant populations concentrated where the backlogs were higher. But, 
when place of residence and its interaction with year 2000 are controlled for, there should 
not be any reason for this campaign to differentially affect the propensity to naturalize by 
country of origin.

Proposition 187 was passed in California in 1994 in an attempt to curtail social ser-
vices to unauthorized immigrants, and in 1995–1996, the nation was debating the virtues 
of restricting benefi ts to legal immigrants. Assuming that the anti-immigrant rhetoric of 
the mid-1990s affected an immigrant’s propensity to naturalize,15 if the effect depended on 
the intensity of anti-immigrant campaigns in the state of residence, then it is successfully 
controlled for by the inclusion in Eq. (1) of place of residence and its interaction with year 
2000. However, this factor could nevertheless lead to differential effects by country of ori-
gin if the reaction to anti-immigrant sentiments, mainly targeting illegal immigrants, were 
bigger among immigrant populations with high rates of unauthorized residents.

Finally, the passage of 1996 welfare reform, restricting federal public benefi ts for 
noncitizens, may have increased the incentive to naturalize as a way of retaining access to 
social programs. If citizenship were indeed sought after welfare reform to protect access to 
social benefi ts, then this effect should mainly depend on state of residence (because differ-
ent states implemented specifi c welfare reform programs)16 and on personal characteristics 
(such as education, gender, and age) that predict eligibility for means-tested, categorically 
restricted benefi ts like the ones offered by the U.S. welfare system.17

To sum up, most of the factors listed in this section should not differentially affect 
naturalization rates by country of origin once observable sociodemographic characteristics 
are controlled for and their effects are allowed to vary over time.

Estimation Results
Tables 2, 3, and 4 report difference-in-differences (DD) estimates of the effects of recog-
nizing dual citizenship on the decision to naturalize. As shown in column 1 of Table 2, 
the naturalization rate of immigrants from Colombia, Ecuador, Costa Rica, the Dominican 

14. One of the reasons for the spike in the number of persons naturalized in 1996 (Figure 1) is the success 
of the program in reducing the backlog.

15. Although no empirical study conclusively identifi ed the impact of Proposition 187 on naturalization, 
Ramakrishnan (2005) provided evidence that the political threat represented by this measure did play a signifi cant 
part in increasing voting participation in the 1994 elections.

16. For a summary of the differences in the immigrant provisions included in state welfare reform laws, see 
Zimmermann and Tumlin (1999).

17. The inclusion of interactions between census year effects and an immigrant’s year of entry further ad-
dresses the possibility that welfare participation increases with time spent in the United States (Borjas and Trejo 
1991). If so, in the aftermath of welfare reform, the incentive to naturalize to retain access to social benefi ts would 
vary with length of residence.
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Republic, and Brazil is estimated to rise 4.5 percentage points between 1990 and 2000 rela-
tive to the naturalization rate of immigrants from other Latin American countries. Since 
Dominicans and Colombians make up 70% of the treatment group, one might wonder 
whether these two groups drive the results. As shown in column 2 of Table 2, however, 
when including separate interactions for each “treated” country and year 2000, all of the 
coeffi cients are found to be positive and (with the exception of Brazil) statistically signifi -
cantly different from zero.

As discussed earlier, one concern is the potential bias arising from the presence of 
unauthorized immigrants in census samples. Even if most illegal immigrants are from 
Mexico (U.S. INS 2003), excluding the Mexican-born population from the analysis might 
not be enough to address this issue. This concern is supported by large differences between 
estimates obtained for long-term immigrants versus more recent immigrants, given the 
different likelihood of illegal status in the two groups.18 As shown in column 3 of Table 2, 
between 1990 and 2000, there is a rise in the naturalization rate of long-term immigrants in 

18. Long-term immigrants are more likely to be legal because they have had time and opportunities to adjust 
their status. In particular, immigrants in Census 2000 who entered illegally before 1982 should have legalized 
under IRCA and been eligible to naturalize by the middle of the 1990s. Because of IRCA, it is helpful to split the 

Table 2. Diff erence-in-Diff erence Estimates of the Eff ect of Dual Citizenship on Naturalization 
Status: Latin American Immigrants (except from Mexico)

 Latin American Immigrants (except from Mexico)  ________________________________________________________
   20 or More Less Th an 20
   Years in the Years in the
 All All United States United States
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)

ΔDual × Year 2000 0.045*  0.060** 0.020
 (0.017)  (0.022) (0.017)
Costa Rica × Year 2000  0.037**
  (0.007)
Dominican Republic × Year 2000  0.032*
  (0.014)
Brazil × Year 2000  0.019
  (0.013)
Colombia × Year 2000  0.084**
  (0.009)
Ecuador × Year 2000  0.057**
  (0.009)

Number of Observations 243,685 243,685 67,236 176,449
R 2 0.25 0.25 0.11 0.15

Mean of Dependent Variable 0.42  0.71 0.32

Notes: Th e dependent variable is naturalization status. Estimates are from linear probability models. Heteroskedasticity-
robust standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed of those 
in the 1990 and 2000 IPUMS who were born in Latin American countries (except Mexico), were younger than 65 years old, 
were at least age 18 when they arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least fi ve years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants born in 
Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi cations include controls for state of residence, 
education, age, gender, year of entry in the United States, country of birth, census year, and interaction terms (year 2000 by the 
following: state of residence, education, age, gender, and year of entry; year 2000 by state by education; and year 2000 by state 
by gender).

*p < .05; **p < .01
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Table 3. Diff erence-in-Diff erence Estimates of the Eff ect of Dual Citizenship on Adjusted 
Naturalization  Status

 Latin American Latin American Immigrants
 Immigrants (except from Mexico, El Salvador,
 (except from Mexico) Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua) ________________________ __________________________________
  Less Th an 20  Less Th an 20
  Years in the  Years in the
 All United States All United States All
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

ΔDual × Year 2000 0.188** 0.159** 0.104** 0.068* 0.118**
 (0.048) (0.047) (0.027) (0.025) (0.021)

Number of Observations 243,685 176,449 179,839 122,731 179,839
R 2 0.17 0.10 0.21 0.13 0.21
Mean of Dependent Variable 0.54 0.42 0.54 0.41 0.54

Notes: Th e dependent variable is naturalization status divided by probability of legal status (by country of origin 
and year). Standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed 
of those from the 1990 and 2000 IPUMS who were born in Latin American countries, were younger than 65 years old, 
were at least age 18 when they arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least fi ve years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants 
born in Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi cations include controls for state 
of residence, education, age, gender, year of entry in the United States, country of birth, census year, and interaction 
terms (year 2000 by the following: state of residence, education, age, gender, and year of entry; year 2000 by state by 
education; and year 2000 by state by gender). Th e specifi cation in column 5 also includes interactions between year 
2000 and the following: naturalization and welfare use rates in 1990; estimated outmigration rates by country; and GDP 
per capita, exchange rate, infant mortality rate, and unemployment rate in 1990.

*p < .05; **p < .01

the treatment group, relative to the comparison group, of 6 percentage points, or 8% of the 
baseline naturalization rate. Among immigrants who resided in the United States for at most 
20 years (column 4), the estimated effect of dual citizenship on naturalization is smaller and 
imprecisely estimated. However, in this sample, the high growth rates of illegal immigra-
tion from countries in the treatment group (U.S. INS 2003) might contribute a downward 
bias on the estimated effects of dual citizenship.

Tables 3 and 4 report results from regressions run on samples in which individual 
naturalization status is divided by the estimated probability of legal status. As shown in 
column 1 of Table 3, the DD estimate of the 1990–2000 change in the adjusted probabil-
ity of naturalization is larger, both in absolute and proportional terms, than the one esti-
mated on raw data. The same result holds when restricting the analysis to immigrants who 
have been in the United States for less than 20 years (column 2). As explained in the data 
section, the probability of legal status might be imprecisely estimated for those countries 
that were granted special temporary amnesties in the 1980s and 1990s. To address this 
concern, in the remaining specifi cations, I also drop from the analysis immigrants from 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua. As shown in column 3, between 1990 
and 2000, there is a rise in the naturalization rate of immigrants from the fi ve countries 
that granted dual citizenship (relative to the restricted set of other Latin American coun-
tries) of 10 percentage points, or 18% of the baseline naturalization rate. When restricting 
the analysis to immigrants who have been in the United States for less than 20 years (col-
umn 4), I estimate a rise in the naturalization rate of immigrants in the treatment group of 
7 percentage points, or 17% of the baseline naturalization rate.

sample between immigrants who have been living in the United States for more or fewer than 20 years as a way 
of evaluating the differences due to the presence of illegal immigrants.
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Further Specifi cation Checks

To address the concern that changes in the laws are correlated with other country-of-origin 
factors that affect the likelihood of naturalization over the 1990s, I test the robustness of 
the results to the inclusion of controls for some initial conditions at the country level that 
might differentially affect absolute changes in naturalization rates over the 1990s. Column 
5 in Table 3 shows that the estimates are stable to the inclusion of interactions between year 
2000 and (1) a set of origin group characteristics (naturalization and welfare participation 
rates in 1990, and a measure of outmigration rates)19; and (2) a set of country-of-origin 
factors: per capita GDP, exchange rate with the United States, infant mortality rate, and 
unemployment rate in 1990.20 In addition, to address the concern that other factors affecting 
the naturalization decision in the 1990s may have had a different impact on people who 
were granted (or not granted) dual citizenship rights, I restrict the comparison group either 
to countries that did allow dual citizenship in 1990 or to countries that did not, and fi nd 
stable estimation results (not reported). 

Column 1 in Table 4 presents estimates obtained from a sample of immigrants who 
have resided in the country for 8 to 15 years. On one hand, I increase the minimum number 
of years of residence because the fi ve-year residency requirement applies since legal per-
manent resident status acquisition, and immigrants often adjust their status while already 
residing in the United States. On the other hand, limiting the length of residence to at most 
15 years guarantees that respondents from the 2000 census could not have already been 
citizens in 1990 and addresses the concern that the results in Table 3 are mechanically 
driven by different naturalization rates across treatment and control countries in 1990. Esti-
mates are remarkably similar to the ones obtained from a sample of immigrants who stayed 

19. Naturalization and welfare participation rates are calculated using 1990 census data. I use estimates of 
the outmigration rate of 1970–1974 arrivals by 1980, calculated in Borjas and Bratsberg (1996).

20. Data come from the World Bank (World Development Indicators).

Table 4. Difference-in-Difference Estimates of the Effect of Dual Citizenship on Adjusted 
 Naturalization Status, by Length of Residence in the United States, Gender, and  Education

 Sample Excluding Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua  ________________________________________________________________
 8–15 Years   Less Th an a High School
 in the    High School Diploma
 United States Males Females Diploma or More
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

ΔDual × Year 2000 0.061* 0.100** 0.105** 0.043 0.129**
 (0.026) (0.031) (0.026) (0.032) (0.024)

Number of Observations 60,007 83,547 96,292 48,531 131,308
R 2 0.08 0.20 0.22 0.19 0.20
Mean of Dependent Variable 0.40 0.51 0.58 0.43 0.61

Notes: Th e dependent variable is naturalization status divided by probability of legal status (by country of origin and year). 
Standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed of those in the 1990 
and 2000 IPUMS who were born in Latin American countries, were younger than 65 years old, were at least age 18 when they 
arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least fi ve years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants born in Costa Rica, the Dominican 
Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi cations include controls for state of residence, education, age, gender (not 
columns 2 and 3), year of entry in the United States, country of birth, census year, and interaction terms (year 2000 by the fol-
lowing: state of residence, education, age, gender [not columns 2 and 3], and year of entry; year 2000 by state by education [not 
columns 4 and 5]; and year 2000 by state by gender [not columns 2 and 3]).

*p < .05; **p < .01
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between 5 and 20 years (column 4 of Table 3): dual citizenship recognition is associated 
with an increase of 6.1 percentage points (15% of the baseline) in the naturalization rate 
of immigrants from treatment countries.

I also estimate Eq. (1) on subsamples defi ned by gender and level of education. Split-
ting the sample by observable characteristics is problematic because it takes away some 
of the variation I rely on to control for the effects of welfare reform and other factors con-
temporaneous with changes in dual citizenship laws. However, to the extent that welfare 
reform primarily affected low-income families headed by single mothers,21 estimation 
results obtained on samples of males or more-educated immigrants are less likely to be 
confounded by the effects of the reform. As shown in Table 4 (columns 2 through 5), the 
results are unchanged when splitting the sample by gender, while they differ by education. 
Dual citizenship rights raised the propensity to naturalize in the target group with at least a 
high school diploma but had a small and statistically insignifi cant effect on those without 
a high school diploma. This result is consistent with the fi ndings of Bloemraad (2004): us-
ing a unique feature of the Canadian censuses—which ask respondents to report multiple 
citizenship—she found that those with higher human capital were more likely to identify 
themselves as dual citizens. The positive correlation between education and responsive-
ness to dual citizenship rights might arise from different, not mutually exclusive, reasons. 
For example, the fi nding is consistent with the implied benefi ts of dual citizenship being 
higher for more-educated immigrants, as would be expected if education were correlated 
with higher career and income benefi ts from transnational activities. In addition, higher 
education might correlate with a greater sense of personal political effi cacy. If so, people 
with more education might perceive a higher implied cost from naturalization when dual 
citizenship rights are denied.

To address the concern of policy endogeneity, I explore trends in naturalization rates 
in the treatment and control groups before the passage of the laws, that is, between 1980 
and 1990. As shown in Table 5, between 1980 and 1990, immigrants from the fi ve coun-
tries that granted dual citizenship (∆DCc = 1) experienced a change in the probability of 

21. The program for which eligibility rules changed more dramatically (Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children) was primarily offered to low-income single-parent families.

Table 5. 1980–1990 Relative Changes in Naturalization Rates
  Sample Excluding Mexico,
 Sample Excluding El Salvador, Guatemala, 
 Mexico Honduras, and Mexico ______________________________ ______________________________
  Excluding  Excluding
 All New York All New York
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)

ΔDual × Year 1990 0.016 0.016 0.017 0.016
 (0.011) (0.013) (0.011) (0.012)

Number of Observations 137,129 98,106 114,019 77,406
R 2 0.20 0.22 0.20 0.21

Notes: Th e dependent variable is naturalization status. Robust standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census 
year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed of those in the 1980 and 1990 IPUMS who were born in Latin American 
countries, were younger than 65 years old, were at least aged 18 when they arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least 
fi ve years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants born in Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi ca-
tions include controls for state of residence, education, age, gender, year of entry in the United States, country of birth, census 
year, and interaction terms (year 1990 by the following: state of residence, education, age, gender, and year of entry; year 1990 
by state by education; and year 1990 by state by gender).
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 naturalization that is positive but small in magnitude and not statistically different from 
zero. The lack of discernible differential trends in naturalization rates before the policy 
changes took place corroborates the policy exogeneity assumption that must hold for a 
causal interpretation of the DD estimates. Also, the results are stable to the exclusion 
of immigrants living in the state of New York. Given that lobbying for dual citizenship 
among Colombians, Ecuadorians, and Dominicans was concentrated in New York City 
(Jones-Correa 2001b), the stability of the results to the exclusion of respondents in the 
state of New York is further evidence that lobbying activities should not be correlated with 
increases in the number of naturalizations that predate the passage of the laws.

DUAL CITIZENSHIP AND LABOR OUTCOMES
Table 6 presents DD estimates of the effects of dual citizenship on labor outcomes, that is, 
the estimated δ’s from specifi cations like Eq. (1), in which the dependent variable is an em-
ployment or income measure. The sample is restricted to immigrants from Latin American 
countries, except from Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and  Nicaragua. Inter-
actions between year effects and sociodemographic characteristics and state-of- residence 
effects control for changing local labor market conditions and changing returns to observ-
able skills over the 1990s.

As shown in panel A, immigrants from the countries that granted dual citizenship 
during the 1990s experience a 3.6 percentage point increase in the probability of full-time 
work relative to other Latin American immigrant groups (column 1). The gains are evenly  

Table 6. 1980–1990 Relative Changes in Employment and Income Measures
 Employed  ____________________________________
 Any    Log  Log Income
 Work Self- Private Public Annual Welfare From
 for Pay employed Sector Sector Earnings Use Welfare
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

A. Full Sample
ΔDual × year 2000 0.036** 0.011** 0.015* 0.010** 0.012 –0.015* –0.174**
 (0.006) (0.004) (0.007) (0.002) (0.010) (0.005) (0.042)

Number of observations 179,839 179,839 179,839 179,839 139,425 179,839 8,651
R 2 0.10 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.18 0.05 0.07
Mean of dependent variable 0.70 0.07 0.54 0.08 9.61 0.05 7.78

B. Males
ΔDual × year 2000 0.018** 0.004 0.003 0.011** –0.008 –0.002 –0.160†

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.009) (0.003) (0.011) (0.002) (0.088)

C. High School Diploma or More
ΔDual × year 2000 0.035** 0.010* 0.015† 0.009** 0.025* –0.006† –0.166**
 (0.007) (0.004) (0.008) (0.003) (0.010) (0.004) (0.052)

Notes: Th e dependent variables are listed in column headings. Standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census 
year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed of those in the 1980 and 1990 IPUMS who were born in Latin American 
countries, were younger than 65 years old, were at least age 18 when they arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least fi ve 
years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants born in Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi cations 
include controls for state of residence, education, age, gender (except panel B), year of entry in the United States, country of 
birth, census year, and interaction terms (year 2000 by the following: state of residence, education [except panel C], age, gender 
[except panel B], and year of entry; year 2000 by state by education [except panel C]; and year 2000 by state by gender [except 
panel B]).

†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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 distributed between self-employment activities (column 2) and increased work for wages, 
either in the private or public sector (columns 3 and 4). Immigrants in the  treatment group 
experience a statistically insignifi cant 1% earnings gain (column 5). Finally, they experi-
ence a 1.5 percentage point relative drop in the probability of receiving income from pub-
lic assistance programs (column 6), and if on welfare, a 17% relative drop in payments 
(column 7).

I also estimate the effects of law changes on economic outcomes in subsamples defi ned 
by gender and level of education. As already mentioned, given that welfare reform mostly 
affected low-income families headed by single mothers, the effects of welfare reform are 
less likely to confound the estimated impact of law changes among males (panel B of Table 
6) or more-educated immigrants (panel C). A notable fi nding is that dual citizenship law 
changes raised the earnings of the treatment group with a high school diploma by a statisti-
cally signifi cant 2.5%. This fi nding is striking in light of the fact that an analysis of data 
drawn from the 1980 and 1990 censuses (Table 7) reveals that law changes in the 1990s 
are correlated with large earnings drops in the 1980s, both in the full sample (panel A) and 
in the subsample of more-educated immigrants (panel C). Evidence of earnings drops (and 
welfare payment increases) in the treatment group in the 1980s has two implications. First, 
it seems to rule out the policy endogeneity scenario discussed earlier� if countries granted 
dual citizenship to foster ties that could pay off in terms of remittances or investments, then 
we would expect to observe improved economic conditions among their expatriates that 
predate changes in the laws. Second, it suggests that the estimated impact of law changes on 

Table 7. 1980–1990 Relative Changes in Labor Outcomes
 Employed  ____________________________________
 Any    Log  Log Income
 Work Self- Private Public Annual Welfare From
 for Pay employed Sector Sector Earnings Use Welfare
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

A. Full Sample
ΔDual × year 1990 –0.008 0.007 –0.010 –0.006* –0.047** –0.002 0.190**
 (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) (0.004) (0.015) (0.005) (0.057)
Number of observations 114,019 114,019 114,019 114,019 88,984 114,019 5,557
R 2 0.12 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.20 0.05 0.09
Mean of dependent variable 0.70 0.07 0.56 0.08 9.61 0.05 7.99

B. Males
ΔDual × year 1990 –0.010 0.013 –0.009 –0.013** –0.023 –0.006* 0.286**
 (0.011) (0.009) (0.013) (0.004) (0.019) (0.003) (0.062)

C. High School Diploma or More
ΔDual × year 1990 0.108 0.007 –0.006 –0.006* –0.059** –0.001 0.346**
 (0.065) (0.005) (0.009) (0.002) (0.018) (0.003) (0.060)

Notes: Robust standard errors (clustered by country of origin and census year) are in parentheses. Th e sample is composed of 
those in the 1980 and 1980 IPUMS who were born in Latin American countries, were younger than 65 years old, were at least 
age 18 when they arrived in the United States, and stayed for at least fi ve years. ΔDual = 1 for immigrants born in Costa Rica, 
the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador. All specifi cations include controls for state of residence, education, age, 
gender (except panel B), year of entry in the United States, country of birth, census year, and interaction terms (year 1990 by 
the following: state of residence, education [except panel C], age, gender [except panel B], and year of entry; year 1990 by state 
by education [except panel C]; and year 1990 by state by gender [except panel B]).

*p < .05; **p < .01
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economic outcomes may be biased against fi nding a positive impact on earnings, of which 
I nevertheless fi nd evidence among more-educated immigrants.

The Effects of American Citizenship Acquisition
American citizenship may provide greater employment opportunities in different ways. 
Not only is American citizenship required for certain jobs (for example, in many federal 
agencies and in the public safety industry),22 but the act of naturalization may also remove 
employment barriers other than those stated by the law. Discrimination by employers or 
concerns that noncitizens are less committed to jobs might cause naturalized citizens to 
be preferred in the hiring process over noncitizens. Employers may also value American 
citizenship as an easy way to assess legal status. 

Cross-sectional evidence shows that naturalized citizens experience better labor out-
comes than noncitizens, even after the number of years since migration are controlled 
for,23 but selection effects hinder a causal interpretation of this evidence. On panel data, 
Bratsberg, Ragan, and Nasir (2002) found that—consistent with the removal of employ-
ment barriers—young male immigrants gain access to public-sector, white-collar, and union 
jobs after they naturalize, and they also experience more rapid wage growth. The results are 
robust to the inclusion of controls for individual unobserved productivity, and they support 
the theory that naturalization facilitates assimilation into the U.S. labor market. Because it 
is diffi cult to fi nd exogenous sources of variation in naturalization, however, no study has 
attempted to isolate the effects of naturalization on labor market assimilation using large 
and representative cross-sectional data. Can changes in dual citizenship laws be used to 
improve our understanding of the causal effects of American citizenship acquisition? 

Interpreting the effects of changes in dual citizenship laws on labor outcomes as evi-
dence of the causal effect of naturalization requires assuming policy exogeneity and no 
country-specifi c trends in outcomes (something I indirectly test for with placebo regres-
sions for the 1980s). Under these assumptions, I can calculate the implied returns to natu-
ralization when using changes in dual citizenship laws as a source of variation: I fi nd them 
to be very large, several orders of magnitude larger than the cross-sectional correlations.24 
This result, interpreted as a “local average treatment effect” (Imbens and Angrist 1994), 
suggests that newly granted dual nationality rights predominantly affect the likelihood of 
naturalization for groups with especially large employment and career gains from holding 
American citizenship. For example, more-educated immigrants, who appear to have been 
mostly affected by changes in the laws, might experience larger career and income benefi ts 
from transnational activities once they hold citizenship in both their country of origin and 
the United States.

CONCLUSIONS
In this article, I fi nd that newly granted dual citizenship rights by fi ve important Latin 
American sending countries in the 1990s positively affected the U.S. naturalization rate 
among immigrants from those countries. The effects are sizable in magnitude, implying an 
increase of 10 percentage points in the probability of naturalization over the 1990s among 

22. Plascencia, Freeman, and Setzler (2003), however, documented that the number and range of job restric-
tions based on citizenship have declined dramatically in recent decades.

23. Ordinary least squares estimates in regressions that control for the sociodemographic characteristics also 
included in Eq. (1) show that in 2000, naturalization status was associated with a 4.8 percentage point increase 
in the probability of working full time, a 0.3 percentage point drop in the probability of being on welfare, and a 
14% increase in annual earnings. As opposed to earlier periods (Chiswick 1978), the “naturalization premium” is 
statistically signifi cant even if I control for length of stay in the United States. Separate regressions by education 
show statistically insignifi cant differences across immigrant groups with or without a high school diploma. 

24. Instrumental variables estimates show that naturalization is associated with a 40 to 50 percentage point 
increase in the probability of full-time employment and with a 45% increase in annual earnings.
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immigrants coming from Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Costa Rica, and 
Brazil. As is common in the case of quasi-experiments, this result might not fully  generalize 
to other cases (that is, other origin groups and/or periods). With this caveat in mind, fi nd-
ings in this article support the view that dual nationality rights promote citizenship acqui-
sition in the receiving country—an issue upon which previous empirical literature was 
inconclusive. More broadly, these fi ndings indicate that research on the determinants of an 
immigrant’s decision to naturalize should pay renewed attention to modeling how factors 
and policies in the sending countries might affect decision-making contexts.

Immigrants coming from countries that have recently allowed dual citizenship are 
found not only to be more likely to naturalize but also to experience relative employment 
and earnings gains and to lower their reliance on welfare. In the context of the debate on the 
causes of the surge in naturalization in the 1990s, these fi ndings provide evidence against 
the notion that immigrants chose U.S. citizenship primarily for instrumental reasons, 
such as to retain (or acquire) welfare eligibility. In support of the existence of behavioral 
responses to welfare reform, Borjas (2002) documented that the national origin groups 
most likely to receive public assistance in the pre-PRWORA period experienced the larg-
est increase in naturalization after 1996. However, fi ndings in the present research—as 
with previous evidence provided by Fix, Passel, and Sucher (2003) and Van Hook et al. 
(2006)—involve a different image of immigrants than a view that depicts them as primarily 
motivated to naturalize by the desire to obtain welfare in the United States. 

The present article also contributes to the long-standing debate over the pros and cons 
of dual nationality. From the point of view of receiving states, dual nationality has been 
criticized as a sort of political bigamy, a way of devaluing the meaning of citizenship and 
impeding assimilation in the destination country. Against this notion, previous work has 
shown that policies of dual nationality help to hasten the incorporation of immigrants 
into American politics, in the case of both Latin Americans (Jones-Correa 2001a) and 
immigrants from other countries (Ramakrishnan 2005). The fi ndings of the present study 
support the view that dual nationality might also actively foster economic assimilation in 
the receiving country. This result is important in light of the growing number of countries 
that have altered their laws to permit their citizens to retain nationality despite naturaliza-
tion elsewhere25 and indicates that host countries should welcome these changes, instead 
of opposing them. This is relevant from a policy point of view of receiving countries as 
well. First, receiving countries are sometimes involved in bilateral agreements with gov-
ernments of sending countries that are in the process of conferring dual nationality rights 
to their expatriates.26 Second, the attitude of the government toward dual citizenship—not 
only its legal recognition—might carry important symbolic repercussions for citizenship 
(Bloemraad 2006a).27 

This article also relates to the very limited literature on the effects of  naturalization 
on an immigrant’s economic assimilation (Bratsberg et al. 2002; Chiswick 1978): the 
effects of dual citizenship on improved economic performance, if mediated through 
 naturalization, are consistent with American citizenship conferring greater economic 
 opportunities. A closely related literature is the one that studies the effects of legal status 
on immigrants’ labor market assimilation: variation induced by amnesty programs shows 
that legalization positively affects labor market performance (Kaushal 2006;  Kossoudji 

25. For instance, Sweden made this change in 2001; Australia, in 2002; and the Philippines, in 2003.
26. For example, in 2002, after consultation with the U.S. government, Pakistan granted dual nationality rights 

to its expatriates in the United States (http://www.pakistan-embassy.org/dual.php). In 2003, India recognized dual 
nationality rights to its expatriates in the United States (and only a few other countries).

27. As discussed in Bloemraad (2006a), Canada and the United States differ signifi cantly in this respect: 
 Citizenship and Immigration Canada openly advertises that Canadian law does not prevent dual citizenship, while 
the U.S. government recognizes that dual nationality exists but does not encourage it as a matter of policy (http://
travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1753.html).
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and Cobb-Clark 2002). Further research is needed to uncover how legal status and 
 citizenship status affect immigrants’ economic assimilation; the answer to this question 
should play a key role in the design of immigration and naturalization policies.

One important potential behavioral effect of dual nationality rights is not considered in 
the present article. For those holding American citizenship (either because they naturalized 
or obtained it through their parents’ naturalization), dual citizenship rights might increase 
return migration. The option to return to one’s country of origin might in turn affect invest-
ments in human capital. On one hand, immigrants might experience a smaller incentive 
to invest in U.S.-specifi c human capital because of the potentially limited horizon of their 
working life in the host country (Borjas 1999). This would not be the case, however, if skills 
are transferable across countries. Borjas and Bratsberg (1996) indeed showed that if return 
migration is planned as part of an optimal life-cycle residential location sequence, then it 
can arise only because a temporary stay in the United States increases the worker’s earn-
ings in the source country. There is no empirical evidence on the correlation between dual 
citizenship rights and probability of return migration, and only limited evidence on the way 
in which reversible migration decisions affect a migrant’s human capital accumulation and 
labor supply decisions while in the United States. In favor of the hypothesis that differences 
in time horizons affect human capital investments and economic assimilation, Cortes (2004) 
found that refugee immigrants experience faster growth in total earnings and higher rates 
of human capital accumulation than economic immigrants. When considering the case of 
refugees, however, factors other than the “reversibility” of migration might play a role: as 
discussed by Bloemraad (2006a) and Portes and Rumbaut (2006), the greater resettlement 
assistance received by refugees through both U.S. government and nonprofi t support might 
provide them not only with resources that help in the process of economic assimilation but 
also with more normative feelings of attachment that increase the likelihood of naturaliza-
tion. The link between dual nationality rights, likelihood of return migration, and naturaliza-
tion (as a function of refugee status as well) is an important topic for future research. 

Appendix Table A1. Variable Description
Variable Description

Naturalized = 1 if respondent is a naturalized citizen; 0 otherwise.

Year 2000 = 1 if individual was interviewed in Census 2000; 0 otherwise.

ΔDual = 1 if individual was born in Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, 
 Brazil, Colombia, or Ecuador; 0 otherwise.

Employed = 1 if individual worked at least 15 hours per week for 20 weeks in the
 year before the census interview; disaggregated in “any work for pay,”
 either “self-employed” or employed for salary in the “private sector” or 
 in the “public sector.”

Log Annual Earnings Logarithm of total earnings (in 1989 dollars) from wage/salary work and
 self-employment earnings received during the previous year.

Log Income From Welfare Logarithm total income (in 1989 dollars) received during the previous
 year from various public assistance programs (Supplemental Security 
 Income, Aid to Families with Dependent Children and General 
 Assistance).

Welfare Use = 1 if income from welfare > 0; 0 otherwise.

Male = 1 if respondent is male; 0 otherwise.

 (continued)
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